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UNH Research: Over Half of At-Risk Youth Not
Receiving Needed Mental Health Services
Thursday, March 18, 2021
DURHAM, N.H.— Researchers at the University of New Hampshire have found that more than 50% of
children in high-risk populations in the United States are not receiving behavioral health services that
could improve their developmental outcomes when it comes to mental and physical health problems.
In their study (https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2777440), recently
posted on JAMA’s Network Open website, researchers looked at a national cross-section of 11,896
young children and teens. They focused on those with high levels of adverse childhood experiences
(ACEs), high distress symptoms, or both – for example, children with symptoms like depression,
anxiety, anger, post-traumatic stress and dissociation. The researchers found the untreated portion of
high-risk juveniles ranged between 41% to 63%. Among those aged two to nine years, no clinical
services were reported for 57% of the group with high ACEs and 53% of the group with high distress symptoms. Among those aged ten to 17 years, the no clinical
contact group comprised of 63% of the adolescents with high ACEs and 52% of those with high distress symptoms.
“These findings show a large percentage of children who need it are not getting treatment,” said David Finkelhor, professor of sociology and director of UNH’s
Crimes against Children Research Center. “Better ways are needed to identify these at-risk youth populations and help them get intervention resources that we
know improves their physical and mental health.”
The researchers say the group receiving the least number of services was young Black children with significantly lower levels of clinical contact compared with
non-Hispanic white children.
“There are lots of barriers to receiving these services,” said Finkelhor. ”For example, there is a dearth of services or long waiting times in some areas. Some schools
and medical providers do a better job than others of identifying need and making referrals. Some families can’t access care because they lack transportation or
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According to the researchers, making such services more easily accessed in familiar places like schools and medical practices has been shown to increase service
utilization.
“Lots of kids are su ering from problems we have solutions for,” said Finkelhor. “We just have to up our game and get it to them.”
The research was supported by grants from the O ice of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention at the U.S. Department of Justice.
The University of New Hampshire (http://unh.edu) inspires innovation and transforms lives in our state, nation, and world. More than 16,000 students from all 50
states and 71 countries engage with an award-winning faculty in top-ranked programs in business, engineering, law, health and human services, liberal arts and
the sciences across more than 200 programs of study. As one of the nation’s highest-performing research universities, UNH partners with NASA, NOAA, NSF and
NIH, and receives more than $110 million in competitive external funding every year to further explore and define the frontiers of land, sea and space.
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